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Foreword

PETER HARNESS

England has produced only a handful of what may be called ‘visionary’ poets over the years, of which the most notable are William Blake and his great hero John Milton, author of the epics Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. However, whereas Milton enjoyed popular success, and a literary and political career apart from his religious and metaphysical poetry, Blake did not. For him, life was a struggle to make ends meet. Although he occasionally enjoyed small success as an engraver or as a poet, his work usually failed to make any impact. Throughout the age of the great (and greatly successful) Romantic writers – Wordsworth, Coleridge, and later Byron, Shelley and Keats – Blake tried and failed to get his work into print; and when he took to engraving and publishing it himself, he never managed to sell more than a handful of copies. He was a literary outsider, misunderstood and derided by the artistic establishment of his time (if indeed he was noticed at all); condemned for immorality and seditious behaviour; and afflicted by borderline madness and persistent visions for the majority of his adult life. For him, the world of angels, devils and an Old-Testament-style God was always close at hand: unlike Milton he was unable to put himself at a literary distance from it, and therefore, perhaps, ill-equipped to make a success of himself in his own lifetime.

Blake was born on 28 November 1757, in Broad Street, London, the son of a hosier. He was a difficult and badly-behaved child, and soon became prone to the religious visions that would so influence him in later life. However, the boy clearly had a talent for both literature and art. He was sent to a drawing school in the Strand, and later apprenticed to James Basire, a master engraver. Blake spent his youth and early adulthood sketching and copying the work of older artists. In 1779 he was admitted to the Royal Academy, under the stewardship of Joshua Reynolds. Never one to conform, Blake soon began to fall out with his teachers, whose views on art and artists he did not share. Nevertheless, Blake was soon able to make some kind of living as an engraver for novels and catalogues; meanwhile he began to write the poetry for which he is now famous. In 1783, the year after he married Catherine Boucher, his first volume, Poetical Sketches, was published, to no great acclaim. On the death of his father, Blake set up a short-lived print-selling business; but he was devoting more and more time to his poetical writings.

After his brother Robert died in 1787, Blake claimed to see his ghost: he said that it was Robert’s spirit which suggested to him his technique of printing poems and illustrations together on single plates. After this spectral intervention, Blake and his wife established a cottage industry, producing illuminated books and manuscripts. One of the first of these was Songs of Innocence (1789): perhaps his best-known work nowadays, and certainly the most successful during his lifetime. This was followed by a series of increasingly unprofitable ventures, including The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), Songs of Experience (1793, the contrary sequel to Songs of Innocence) and The Book of Los (1795). Blake began to realise that popular success (both artistic and literary) was eluding him, and, if anything, this realisation spurred him further into unexplored realms. His work became more and more obscure, and more strongly influenced by his idiosyncratic religious beliefs.

Although he was able to scrape a living by producing watercolours and occasional engravings for novels, times were hard. For a while he worked in Sussex under patronage, but soon tired of that, and returned to London, where his mental condition worsened. In 1803, Blake allegedly drove a young soldier out of his garden, uttering the words: ‘damn the king; the soldiers are all slaves’. He was put on trial for sedition, but acquitted.

In his final years, Blake began to be appreciated by a younger generation of artists and writers, who set great store by his visions, and who named him ‘The Interpreter’. He died in 1827, apparently ‘singing of the things he saw in Heaven’, and perhaps beginning to realise that his work would live on after his death.

Blake’s posthumous success is indeed remarkable. Very few other poets have suffered the same ill-regard and obscurity during their own lifetimes, and yet managed subsequently to enter the canon of English literature. Blake’s resurrection is due, to a large extent, to his modernity: to his being, like many visionaries, ahead of his time. He was not a Romantic; he did not care for the neo-Hellenism and Classicism of his period, and although many of his simpler poems, such as the Songs of Innocence, seem to idealise the natural world in a way reminiscent of Wordsworth or Keats, he was not a Nature poet. Therefore, as the Romantic ideal slipped out of vogue, readers came to appreciate the disarming originality and complexity of Blake’s not inconsiderable body of work.

With two hundred years’ worth of perspective, Blake emerges as one of the most wide-ranging and challenging of English poets. Even the seemingly simple Songs of Innocence and of Experience contain a huge variety of different moods and levels of meaning. They seem, on first inspection, to be little more than a collection of cradle-songs, written in child-like language, with an emphasis on traditional notions of good and bad. Yet, digging deeper, it becomes apparent that innocence and experience have a great deal in common, and that Blake is questioning many of our deeply-held assumptions about morality and behaviour. The Songs are shot through with grim social commentary and with disturbing sexual undertones, and they are carefully written in a prophetic style which gives them a persuasive ring of Biblical authority.

Blake is not a poet to be read, recited and enjoyed. He is a stern, tenacious and driven voice who requires to be experienced. We are lucky that posterity has seen fit to preserve him.
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Introduction


Piping down the valleys wild,

Piping songs of pleasant glee,

On a cloud I saw a child,

And he laughing said to me:




‘Pipe a song about a Lamb!’

So I piped with merry cheer.

‘Piper, pipe that song again.’

So I piped: he wept to hear.




‘Drop thy pipe, thy happy pipe;

Sing thy songs of happy cheer!’

So I sung the same again,

While he wept with joy to hear.




‘Piper, sit thee down and write

In a book, that all may read.’

So he vanished from my sight;

And I plucked a hollow reed,




And I made a rural pen,

And I stained the water clear,

And I wrote my happy songs

Every child may joy to hear.
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The Shepherd


How sweet is the shepherd’s sweet lot!

From the morn to the evening he strays;

He shall follow his sheep all the day,

And his tongue shall be filled with praise.




For he hears the lambs’ innocent call,

And he hears the ewes’ tender reply;

He is watchful while they are in peace,

For they know when their shepherd is nigh.
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The Echoing Green


The sun does arise,

And make happy the skies;

The merry bells ring

To welcome the Spring;

The skylark and thrush,

The birds of the bush,

Sing louder around

To the bells’ cheerful sound;

While our sports shall be seen

On the echoing green.




Old John, with white hair,

Does laugh away care,

Sitting under the oak,

Among the old folk.
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They laugh at our play,

And soon they all say,

‘Such, such were the joys

When we all – girls and boys –

In our youth-time were seen

On the echoing green.’




Till the little ones, weary,

No more can be merry:

The sun does descend,

And our sports have an end.

Round the laps of their mothers

Many sisters and brothers,

Like birds in their nest,

Are ready for rest,

And sport no more seen

On the darkening green.
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The Lamb


  Little lamb, who made thee?

  Does thou know who made thee,

Gave thee life, and bid thee feed

By the stream and o’er the mead;

Gave thee clothing of delight,

Softest clothing, woolly, bright;

Gave thee such a tender voice,

Making all the vales rejoice?

  Little lamb, who made thee?

  Does thou know who made thee?




  Little lamb, I’ll tell thee;

  Little lamb, I’ll tell thee:

He is called by thy name,

For He calls Himself a Lamb.

He is meek, and He is mild,

He became a little child.

I a child, and thou a lamb,

We are called by His name.

  Little lamb, God bless thee!

  Little lamb, God bless thee!
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The Little Black Boy


My mother bore me in the southern wild,

And I am black, but O my soul is white!

White as an angel is the English child,

But I am black, as if bereaved of light.




My mother taught me underneath a tree,

And, sitting down before the heat of day,

She took me on her lap and kissed me,

And, pointing to the East, began to say:




‘Look on the rising sun: there God does live,

And gives His light, and gives His heat away,

And flowers and trees and beasts and men receive

Comfort in morning, joy in the noonday.




‘And we are put on earth a little space,

That we may learn to bear the beams of love;

And these black bodies and this sunburnt face

Are but a cloud, and like a shady grove.
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‘For, when our souls have learned the heat to bear,

The cloud will vanish, we shall hear His voice,

Saying, “Come out from the grove, my love and care,

And round my golden tent like lambs rejoice.” ’




Thus did my mother say, and kissed me,

And thus I say to little English boy.

When I from black, and he from white cloud free,

And round the tent of God like lambs we joy,




I’ll shade him from the heat till he can bear

To lean in joy upon our Father’s knee;

And then I’ll stand and stroke his silver hair,

And be like him, and he will then love me.
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